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Abstract

As we approach the seventh month of the latest pandemic to wreak havoc and death across all societies, it beggars belief that many world
and national leaders have acted surprised at the speed and destructive efficiency of COVID-19. Nurses are not surprised by the level of
misery and devastation that infectious diseases can cause. We have seen it all before. In every outbreak through history, nurses have
responded to the dangers that direct engagement with such crises entails. The inherent risks nurses face in controlling potentially fatal
pathogens are compounded by flaccid public policy and incompetent management, resulting in poorly resourced preparedness for the epi-
demics and pandemics that routinely punctuate our history. That nurses are repeatedly placed in such precarious work environments is
an indictment on all involved. Over time, nurses responding to populations in crisis have learned not to rely too heavily on those occupy-
ing leadership positions for front-line resources and protection or even early warnings or open disclosure about contagion risk, case num-
bers and outcomes. Once the danger has passed, the usual public expressions of gratitude for nurses who put themselves in harm’s way to
help victims of these catastrophes seem to fade, amid hasty efforts to consolidate policies, processes and hierarchies back to the same set-
tings that allowed the current crisis to flourish. So far in this pandemic, an unconfirmed number of nurses and other health workers have
either died usually as a result of their involvement with infectious patients or become infected themselves. Data collection on this is hap-
hazard at best, with nurse deaths absorbed within the aggregated morbidity data reported on during pandemics. This is despite nurses
being the prominent professional workforce providing crucial front-line interventions to protect public health. It is time nurses involved
themselves with the overdue reformation of public health policies, information management and health systems that would seek to return
nurses to precarious work environments and trivialize foreseeable risks to us, our communities and patients.
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Introduction

Nurses have been present and engaged in safeguarding the
health and wellbeing of others throughout recorded history.
Wherever there were people, there were those who assessed
their health and wellbeing problems, worked out feasible solu-
tions and implemented them. Infectious diseases have also
accompanied people throughout history. Outbreaks have
posed very real threats to those weakened and debilitated by
chronic conditions, as well as to the structure and operation
of their societies, their civil order and prosperity.

In almost every pandemic, the contagion was spread by
land, sea and air along trade or military routes, by people
often oblivious of their role in spreading disease and social
upheaval. Since before Alexander’s army spread malaria,
tuberculosis, smallpox and leprosy across the Middle East into
Europe and Asia, the possibility of gaining political or finan-
cial advantage over others has been a dominant rationale for
ignoring the potential for disease spread. Hippocrates (450-
370 BC) frequently lamented the spread of such diseases in
such ways.

The deadly inevitability of pandemics throughout human
history is summarized in Table 1. If we are to learn any les-
sons from history, then the table below should provide a
starting point.

At first glance, we can see that potentially pandemic diseases
are spread by people, animals, birds and insects. The conditions
for each pathogen or parasite to thrive are well known in most
instances, and with considered effort, outbreaks can be avoided
and controlled. We know that organisms mutate and develop
resistance to drugs that are either poorly designed or misused.
We also know that virulent pathogens rarely disappear. Rather
they can mutate or lie dormant for many years awaiting favour-
able conditions to infect people again. Such patterns concern-
ing typhoid, smallpox, influenza and bubonic plague appear
regularly in the above table.

The most unpredictable factor in understanding infection is
human behaviour. The only accessible information on the
severity of pandemics has been mortality rates. Such aggrega-
tions provide scant detail on who is more vulnerable or how
the public could avoid or treat infections.

Historically, pandemics have been triggered by mass move-
ments of people carrying the pathogen across national borders
and infecting many others who then spread it to more people
and places. The table above shows historical involvements of
military personnel, traders, explorers, and currently, we could
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include tourists, refugees, business travellers and international
workers as having similar roles in unintentionally spreading
infection.

The squalor in which people live is also frequently men-
tioned as a cause of infectious outbreaks. Throughout history
and currently, many countries settle for unsanitary sewerage
systems and allow overcrowded settlements to be built in
marshy or low-lying areas where people have access only to
contaminated water. These conditions foster infectious patho-
gens and provide a breeding ground for cross-species trans-
mission of the newer strains of coronavirus as well as its
rapid spread between people. The systematic neglect and
exploitation of impoverished citizens is a matter for national
governments to address as a matter of urgency for the safety
of the international community.

Governments and politicians have contributed to the devel-
opment of pandemics over time. The table shows the impact
of some of the decisions taken by leaders who attempted to
hide or distort information about infectious outbreaks and
the consequences of that action (See for instance the table
entry for 1889 Russian Flu, 1918 Spanish flu and 2019
COVID-19). Interestingly, many pandemics were named for
the place initially reporting the outbreak rather than where it
started, prompting a reluctance, perhaps, to be the first to
report infections. Current efforts to control the historical nar-
rative may explain why so many national leaders are avoiding
full disclosure about the origins of COVID-19 in their coun-
tries and not sharing reliable accounts of the spread, morbid-
ity and mortality rates, and details of pandemic response
strategies.

Lessons learned from history

Expert credibility

During the 1976 Swine flu outbreak in the USA (see table),
the USA government responded decisively with a vaccination
programme that was ceased early and was heavily criticized.
The central lesson for nurses and others is that announce-
ments of infection risk need to be accurate and timely with-
out exaggeration and embellishment. Research credibility is
crucial when engaging with political leaders who depend on
experts for reliable information around which policy can be
developed and resourced. Information has to be concise and
clear about what is known and what is uncertain, and how
this will change over time. Communication with policymakers
and the general public on complex research and consequences
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https://www.who.int/ith/diseases/sars/en/
https://www.cdc.gov/flu/pandemic-resources/2009-h1n1-pandemic.html
https://www.cdc.gov/flu/pandemic-resources/2009-h1n1-pandemic.html
https://www.cdc.gov/coronavirus/mers/about/index.html
https://www.cdc.gov/coronavirus/mers/about/index.html
https://www.cdc.gov/coronavirus/mers/about/index.html
https://pandemic.internationalsos.com/overview/mers-overview
https://pandemic.internationalsos.com/overview/mers-overview
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whose leaders trivialized it and

with a risk of stroke and/or diabetes.

previous global outbreaks?

COVID-19 on 11 February 2020.
Pandemic status was announced by

delayed control measures are

Some small children may have

https://wwwl.racgp.org.au/newsgp/clinical/how-

does-coronavirus-compare-with-previous-globa

WHO on 11 March 2020 and by mid-
March 163 countries reported cases

experiencing extensive civilian

deaths
LINK:

peripheral circulation issues similar

to Kawasaki Disease. The research is

yet to confirm these observed trends

Ancient History Encyclopedia,

Pandemics that changed history

https://www.history.com/topics/

middle-ages/pandemics-timeline

for lives and livelihoods needs to be accurate, consistent and
understandable. Nurses will have opportunities to influence
health policies in the current pandemic environment and
should embrace such opportunities. We only have to turn to
the work of Florence Nightingale as a powerful health refor-
mer. She was able to influence government, politicians and
medical dynasties with her clarity of message and logical, evi-
dence-based recommendations in both war and peace times.

Public capacity to manage infection

For many countries, including some economically developed
world powers, the low level of education and health literacy of
a majority of citizens prevents their participation in activities
that will prevent contagion from spreading and assist in the
effective treatment of any who become infected. Some, through
ignorance, may mythologize the infection as ‘punishment from
God’ (see 600 BC Leprosy) or seek magical cures from special
people (see 1720 ‘Royal touch’ for tuberculosis) or untested
alternative cures. Currently, a small but growing group of peo-
ple is resisting having their children vaccinated because they
believe it is unnatural or that it causes the disease itself. In some
countries, unvaccinated children are restricted from participa-
tion in group activities such as kindergartens and public
schools. Nurses working at the front line of infection control
need to be well-informed about the reasons for denying vaccine
protection to children and be able to provide and explain
researched evidence for them to consider.

The international competition for commodified education is
at the heart of the decline in public capacity to understand and
respond effectively to crises. Without the intellectual skills to
critically evaluate information and proposals for engagement,
people may revert to tribal patterns of response rather than civil
discourse. People who are systematically disadvantaged in this
way are more easily manipulated and exploited by those they
trust to lead. Nurses can provide information and leadership
within these communities and will need to do so if disadvan-
taged people become further alienated from the mainstream of
society once the pandemic is controlled.

Destabilization of national agendas

Pandemics result in wholesale death and destruction of civil
systems in affected nations and internationally. Civilizations
have crumbled (see Aztecs 1520 BC), social class systems have
collapsed (see 1453 Britain’s feudal system), belief systems
replaced (see 549 Spread of Christianity), and even planetary
weather systems have been altered (see 1492 Columbus
exchange). It would be unwise to underestimate the impact of
pandemics on the way our worlds are currently perceived and
organized. The COVID-19 pandemic has resulted in


https://www.history.com/topics/middle-ages/pandemics-timeline
https://www.history.com/topics/middle-ages/pandemics-timeline
https://www1.racgp.org.au/newsgp/clinical/how-does-coronavirus-compare-with-previous-global
https://www1.racgp.org.au/newsgp/clinical/how-does-coronavirus-compare-with-previous-global
https://www1.racgp.org.au/newsgp/clinical/how-does-coronavirus-compare-with-previous-global
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widespread unemployment and destabilization of national
productivity in all countries. Previously established trade
agreements have been undercut by nationalistic priorities
(stockpiling, price gouging, repatriation of manufacturing,
etc) and trust between nations may take some time to be re-
established. Nursing is an international network that relies on
the open sharing of information and working together on
issues affecting all. Restrictions to this network by national
governments intent on restricting scientific information and
expertise could undermine nursing’s expert credibility and
fracture the trust that binds our global professional network.

Persistent scarcity

The economic cost each nation has expended in response to
the COVID-19 pandemic is similar to responses made
throughout history. Societies depleted of financial resources
and confronted by high population mortality rates may face
civil unrest and political upheaval. Some industries may cease
operations and others may thrive, but the availability of peo-
ple to take up employment in some countries will be limited
because they may have moved out of cities and taken up dif-
ferent lifestyles — or died. Scarcity in most societies fosters
competition and polarization of wealth and advantage. Disad-
vantaged people will survive as best they can and eventually
experience health and social problems because of poverty and
alienation. Government and social support for people disen-
franchised by the pandemic will need to be effective to main-
tain social harmony, law and civil order. Nurses will have to
be aware of these trends within their communities and be
able to ensure that supplies of essential equipment, drugs and
personnel are available. Ensuring that nursing is accessible to
disadvantaged communities is a policy endeavour that some
nurses may need to initiate.

Endemic COVID management

As has happened with influenza and bubonic plague out-
breaks (see table), it is likely that COVID-19 will be con-
trolled but not eradicated. For nursing, this means that the
future could include seasonal outbreaks of this contagion that
require quarantine and even periodic closing of venues and
events involving large numbers of people. The lack of pre-
paredness of governments for the 2020 response is instructive
to nurses who rely on personal protective equipment and
testing equipment, signage and clinics, to respond effectively
and safely. Supply chains for essential equipment for future
outbreaks are of interest to nurses and will need to be con-
trolled by them to be available for future outbreaks. Nurses
will also need to revise staffing models to allow for up to
50% of nurses to be isolated or in quarantine for most of the
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time. If an effective vaccine is developed, and if it is made
available to those who need it, nurses will also be on the front
line of vaccination and public education programmes.

The resourcing of nurses in sufficient numbers to achieve effi-
cient deployment during infectious outbreaks will need to be
argued in terms of organizational priorities and the conse-
quences of not being able to staff infectious disease control
strategies. The number of nurses available internationally is
monitored by the World Health Organization (2019), and each
nation maintains a nurse-to-population density to suit its own
local needs as they perceive them. In countries such as the Peo-
ple’s Republic of China, nurse numbers have long been main-
tained among the lowest global ratios per 1000 population,
making the loss of even a small number of nurses to a pandemic,
disastrous. Other countries with ratios above 9-10 nurses per
1,000 population are better positioned to respond effectively to
such public health emergencies, but in all circumstances, nurses
must never be regarded as expendable. Not reporting the num-
ber of nurses or other healthcare workers who have died or
become infected as a result of pandemic work is an indication of
an unacceptable, dismissive attitude. Due attention needs to be
given to the preservation of our vital workforce and priority
given to the protection of nurses working in risky environments.

Conclusion and implications for nursing and
policy

History tells us that pandemics affect more than the health of
populations. The potential for breakdown of social order and
increased competition in an environment of scarcity will pose
ongoing threats to safety and wellbeing as well as causing eco-
nomic decline and social disconnection. Nurse survivors who
now lead the response to the COVID-19 pandemic will be in a
position to influence the reformation of social and health poli-
cies to be better prepared for future infectious outbreaks. Over-
reliance by nurses on regulators and administrators for resources,
protection, or even early warnings, and open disclosure about
contagion details and risks needs to be reduced. Nurse morbidity
and mortality data in this context are fundamental to supporting
future nurse safety. It is time nurses involved themselves in revi-
sioning public policies and reforming health systems that could,
if not guided, return nurses to hazardous work environments
and trivialize foreseeable risks to us all.
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